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　In recent years, Japan has altered its English language education policy, especially 
by introducing English into the education system at an earlier stage. One of the main 
reasons that the Japanese government has given for these changes is an attempt to 
increase the number of Japanese citizens who can speak English (Butler & Iino, 
2005). In order to actually accomplish this goal, however, it is necessary to instill 
within Japanese university students a sense of ownership with respect to English. 
Unfortunately, the prevalence of the ideology of native-speakerism within Japanese 
society (Houghton & Rivers, 2013) tends to block students from developing such a 
sense. As Longcope (2016) argued, one of the purposes of second language education 
is to challenge just these kinds of language ideologies and only in challenging them 
can education become emancipatory, empowering, and transformative. One way 
that it is possible to challenge native-speakerism and develop in students a sense of 
ownership of English is through the teaching of a class in World Englishes. It is the 
purpose of this paper to show how such a class would work to challenge native-
speakerism and aid students in developing that sense of ownership. In putting forth 
this proposal, first, the concept of  ownership of  English will be discussed; this 
discussion will be followed by an investigation into native-speakerism within Japan. 
Finally, how a class in World Englishes can challenge this ideology will be shown.
2. Ownership of English
　The concept of  ownership of  English was first introduced by Widdowson 
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(1994). He begins by exploring the issues of  what is standard English and who 
are its guardians. In answering the second question first, he, not surprisingly, 
begins with the notion that native speakers are the guardians of  standard 
English, but then qualifies that to point out that in reality only a small percentage 
of native speakers would actually qualify, as most native speakers in fact speak 
a dialect of  English and not standard English. He then turns to the notion of 
standard English itself, and points out that what is often seen as protection of 
standard English focuses mainly on matters of spelling (but NOT pronunciation) 
and grammar. Widdowson states that the people trying to promote standard 
English spelling and grammar claim they are doing so in order to promote 
comprehensibility, but he then points out that, in reality, unorthodox spelling 
and grammar are easily overlooked while maintaining comprehension. He then 
argues that the real point of  enforcing standard English has more to do with 
determining membership within a community, the community that speaks that 
standard. And it is with this concept of a standard belonging to a community of 
speakers that he gets to his main point.
　Widdowson (1994) argues that because English is used by so many different 
communities throughout the world (international business communities, 
international scientific communities, and international academic communities, 
to name a few) each community needs its own standard in order to meet its own 
needs. Generally, what separates these standards from one another, he argues, 
is not grammar or pronunciation or spelling but lexis. And the members of 
each community are tasked with developing that lexis. Thus, it is the members 
of  any given English-speaking community who are to be responsible for the 
development of  the English of  that community, regardless of  the members’ 
native speaker status. In fact, Widdowson clearly states, “How English develops 
in the world is no business whatever of  native speakers in England, the United 
States, or anywhere else. They have no say in the matter, no right to intervene or 
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pass judgement. They are irrelevant” (1994, p. 385). The essence of this point is 
that ownership of English is given to anyone who belongs to a community that 
uses the language.
　This point about the ownership of  English is vital when considering English 
language teaching, especially English language teaching in countries where 
English is considered a foreign language. This is important because, as Norton 
states, “If  learners of English cannot claim ownership of a language, they might 
not consider themselves legitimate speakers” (1997, p. 422). Therefore, it is 
imperative for English language teachers and the programs that they teach in 
to instill within their students this sense of ownership of the language. Without 
that sense of ownership, it is unlikely that students will make the all-important 
shift from thinking of themselves as learners to thinking of themselves as users; 
a shift that is necessary for them to make in order for them to take up a position 
in an English-speaking community, which many of them will invariably need to 
do. One of the challenges of creating this sense within Japanese students is that 
teachers need to fight against entrenched native-speakerism.
3. Native-Speakerism in Japan
　Houghton & Rivers (2013) define native-speakerism as the belief  that native 
speakers of  English are the norm and the owners of  English and that these 
native speakers are put in opposition to non-native speakers of  English who 
are ultimately deficient. One example of  this phenomenon that can be seen in 
Japanese schools is the JET Programme. Geluso (2013) argues that the native 
speakers brought to Japan to participate in the JET Programme as native English 
speaking teachers (NESTs) are brought in to be models of how English is meant 
to be spoken, especially with respect to pronunciation. The role of these NESTs 
is in clear contrast to the Japanese teachers of  English (JTEs) with whom they 
are paired. Geluso points out that it is the JTEs who are viewed by the students 
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and the institutions as the teachers, not the NESTs; the NESTs are included as 
English models. The underlying understanding here, then, is that only the NESTs 
(and not the JTEs) can produce proper, correct English which the students 
should attempt to emulate.
　Geluso (2013) also notes that a process of  genericisation often occurs with 
respect to the NESTs. He defines genericisation as the stripping away of  an 
actor
,
s individuality and imposing upon them an identity of a representative of 
a particular category. Naturally, in the case of the NESTs, this category is that of 
native speaker of English. One of the consequences of this genericisation is that 
students gain the impression that all native speakers tend to speak English in a 
similar way, including pronunciation, grammar, and lexis. This simply reinforces 
the notion that there is a correct way to speak English and that that way belongs 
to native speakers.
　This native-speakerism in the schools is perpetuated by what can be seen 
outside the schools as well. Jackson & Kennett (2013) look at some shows on 
Japanese TV that make use of  Japanese people speaking English. They found 
that these shows edit the scenes in a way to show Japanese people struggling to 
produce English. These shows then have native English speakers act as judges of 
the English produced by the Japanese person. This, again, is the reinforcement of 
this notion that English is owned by native speakers and that Japanese people are 
naturally deficient users of it. And so this ideology of the native English speaker 
being the ideal English speaker and the guardian of the language is perpetuated 
not only in Japanese schools but also in Japanese popular culture. This leads to 
the question of  if  it is important for Japanese learners to claim ownership of 
English in order for them to see themselves as legitimate owners of English, what 
can be done to overcome the strong sense of native-speakerism within Japanese 
society.
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4. Teaching World Englishes to Counteract Native-Speakerism
　One thing that should be done, at least at the university-level, is to teach a class 
in world Englishes. A class such as this would focus on looking at the history 
of  English (and Englishes) throughout the world. In beginning with looking 
at the different countries that English has been spoken in, one thing that can 
become clear to students is the demographic breakdown of  English speakers. 
Currently, the estimated number of non-native speakers of English (611,563,010) 
far surpasses the estimated number of native speakers of English (371,959,910) 
(Ethnologue, 2017). Understanding this will help to impress upon students that 
the English language does not simply belong to native speakers.
　Related to the issue of  the countries where English is currently spoken, a 
class in world Englishes could explore how English has developed differently in 
different countries. One theory that would certainly be useful in discussing this 
would be Schneider
,
s Dynamic Model (Schneider, 2003, 2007, 2014). In exploring 
the Dynamic Model and looking at the different stages that Schneider proposes 
new Englishes go through, students can begin to get a sense of how it is not just 
native speakers that possess the ability and the right to create neologisms and new 
grammatical structures in English. And this creativity is one of the characteristics 
that Widdowson (1994) associates with a sense of ownership of English.
　Finally, a class in world Englishes could present to students the variation 
that exists even within native Englishes (Wardaugh & Fuller, 2015). Introducing 
students to the different regional dialects and social dialects that exist within 
countries like the United Kingdom and the United States would show them that 
not only do all native speakers not speak alike, but that there is not only one 
“correct” English. Moreover, this investigation of  the variation within native 
Englishes could be highlighted by the point made by Mufwene (2013) that there 
is no such thing as global English, that is that there is no variety of English that 
is set up as “the global variety.” Rather every group of people that speaks English 
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does so in their own way, relying on their pronunciation, their grammatical 
structures, and their lexis. While there is considerable overlap, as there must be, 
this overlap does not constitute global English.
　As can be seen, through the teaching of a class in world Englishes, it should 
be possible to overcome the native-speakerism that seems to be so prevalent in 
Japan. And through challenging this ideology, English teaching programs and 
the teachers who teach in them can help emancipate students from their feelings 
of  inadequacy as English users and empower them to claim ownership of 
English. This feeling of legitimacy is especially important as it has been estimated 
that when non-native speakers living in countries where English is a foreign 
language engage in conversations in English, the overwhelming majority of their 
interlocutors will also be non-native speakers of English (Jenkins, 2007). Finally, 
if  these students continue on to become English teachers, it is possible that at 
least some will work at transforming the current situation by resisting the native-
speakersim that they find in their schools.
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